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Abstract 
 
The Assessment Committee at the Center for English Language Education (CELE) at Asia 
University is responsible for placing first-year students from five faculties into year-long 
Freshman English classes. Each year, a number of students receive a score of zero on the 
Freshman English Placement Test (FEPT) and are thus placed randomly in these classes. This 
review of the program aims to assess whether this procedure has any negative effects upon 
these students, such as poorer academic performance in comparison to their classmates. 
Results of a questionnaire administered to 12 Freshman English teachers regarding 21 such 
students reveal roughly two-thirds of these learners were considered too weak or too strong 
compared to the class population. Moreover, a further survey conducted with the students 
produced the unexpected result of students claiming they in fact took the test. It was 
previously believed by the committee that all learners with zero scores were absent for the 
test. This paper concludes that based on the research, the students do not appear to fail at a 
greater rate than the larger student population and do not self-report a perceived 
disadvantage, despite their level often not conforming to that of their randomly assigned 
class. 
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Background and Introduction to the Study 
 
One of the most important tasks of the Assessments Committee is placing students 
from the faculties of Business, Business Hospitality, Law, Economics and Urban Innovation 
into mandatory English classes. This task is conducted within a tight timeframe at the start of 
the academic year in April. Immediately after the test, the answer papers, in the form of 
multiple-choice test sheets, are taken to the IT department and then the data sent to the 
Academic Affairs department, who swiftly relay it to the assessments committee in order to 
prepare the class lists. This process usually takes around 48 hours. The deadline for making 
the class lists is usually the following day as Academic Affairs then need to finalize the lists 
and the students are informed of their class before the start of term the following week. Due 
to this, it is unfeasible for students who miss the test and receive a zero score to take the test 
at a later date. Therefore, it has been the long-established procedure of the committee to place 
these students randomly in classes of a mid-to-low level. The rationale behind not placing 
students randomly at a higher level is that if it emerges that the student is not at a suitable 
level for that class and he or she needs to be moved, it is preferred that the student be moved 
up rather than down as this may distress the learner and have a negative effect on their 
learning confidence. 
In 2019, 1127 students from the five faculties were assigned a class from a total of 
71 possible classes. Of those students, 21 had no FEPT score. Certainly, within the time I 
have been a member of the Assessments Committee, it has always been assumed that these 
students were absent on the day of the FEPT. The likelihood of a student taking the test and 
answering all the 74 questions incorrectly also seems unfeasible. It is difficult to imagine, if 
that was the case, that such a low level of proficiency would not be immediately noticeable to 
the instructor of that class. 
The rationale behind this program review was that to the best of my knowledge to 
this date, there has been no research at CELE as to the effect on these students who are 
placed randomly within the classes. Therefore, it seemed a worthwhile study to conduct. 
From informal, oral feedback from teachers over the years it seems that most of these 
students are a good match for their class level. There is a possibility for students to change 
class at the start of the semester and in a typical year, a couple of students usually do, but 
mostly, again gleaned from word of mouth, it appears that students become accustomed to 
their teacher and classmates and are reluctant to move class, even if their level is a little high 
or low for that particular class. A case in point this year was a student in a class of mine. He 
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did not take the FEPT and was noticeably of a higher level than his classmates, but he did not 
wish to change his class and therefore remained in my class. It also should be noted that 
regardless of the FEPT results, within most Freshman English classes the students’ ability is 
often notably different from their classmates and often bears little resemblance to the result of 
the FEPT. As a case in point, in the aforementioned class of mine, one student has a score of 
43 compared with a classmate with a score of 40. However, the student with the higher score 
struggles with all aspects of studying English in my class, for example asking and answering 
simple questions in pair work, volunteering answers and completing written activities in the 
textbook or worksheets. In comparison, the learner with the lower score is able to complete 
all of those aspects of studying with a level of proficiency that places him clearly as one of 
the strongest students in the class. Discussion of reasons for this disparity is not pertinent to 
this study however but detailed analysis of the performance of the FEPT can be found in 
previous papers. (Pollard, 2019, Bates, 2018). 
My own observations of cases of students dropping out of class also prompted this 
study. I have noticed almost every year the phenomenon of a couple of students attending 
several classes at start of the semester and then vanishing from the course with no further 
contact. I was keen to investigate whether these students were in fact those that had been 
placed randomly and whether they had been discouraged from studying due to a disparity of 
level.  
My proposed research questions concerning randomly-placed students were as 
follows: 
1. Were randomly-placed students more likely to drop out of the course than 
students who were placed according to their test result? 
2. Did teachers notice any problems regarding the class fit for those students? 
3. Did the students feel that they had any difficulties? 
4. Why did the students miss the test? 
 
The Study 
 
 This research was conducted in the Spring semester 2019. As previously mentioned, 
there were 21 students who were placed randomly. However, one of these students had 
special needs and therefore was intentionally assigned to a class with an instructor with 
special needs experience. Therefore, for the purpose of this study, I discounted that student. 
In the first stage of this research, which took place roughly mid-semester, a questionnaire was 
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distributed to 12 teachers with students in their class who were randomly allocated that class. 
Following that, those teachers were asked to administer a questionnaire, translated into 
Japanese, to the students. In addition, the final Semester 1 2019 Failure List from CELE 
department was also referenced.  
 
Results and Discussion 
 
 Responses from all twelve teachers were received. It should be noted at this point, that 
due to the format of the final version of class lists, these instructors cannot view students’ 
individual FEPT score, or lack of. Therefore, most were unaware that those students were 
randomly assigned to their classes until asked to participate in this research.   
 Turning to the first research question (“Were randomly-placed students more likely to 
drop out of the course than students who were placed according to their test result?”), there 
was no evidence from teacher feedback that these students were more likely to drop out of 
Freshman English courses. On initial analysis, there was some indication of these students 
never attending class. Four teachers reported having a student with a zero score on the FEPT 
who they never met. However, Academic Affairs confirmed that in fact these students never 
enrolled at the university. In terms of students’ drop-out rate during the whole course, only 
one teacher reported a student who had stopped attending class at the time of the survey. This 
is not of any surprise as within my own classes by mid-semester, usually several students 
have stopped attending class. The final Semester 1 2019 Failure List from CELE department 
was consulted at the end of the semester and showed no further failures of students who had 
been randomly placed in the classes. 
Considering the next question, “Did teachers notice any problems regarding  
the class fit for those students?”, there was some evidence of this, as can be seen in Table 1.  
 
Table 1 
Teachers’ perceptions of students’ levels 
Student in correct level Student too weak for level Student too strong for level 
6 students 5 students 5 students 
 
Although six students were described as being at the correct level for the respective classes, 
five were considered by the instructors as too low and the same number as too high. Of the 
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learners who were identified as too low for the overall class level, three were described as 
nevertheless functioning well within the class population and therefore are of little concern. 
Only two were reported as having substantial difficulties. One instructor highlighted the 
learner’s problems with following teacher instruction, while the other commented that 
although the student was friendly and socially fitted in with the class, she used a lot of 
Japanese and her test scores were below average. In terms of learners identified as being too 
strong for the class, the only issues highlighted were the students completing work in class at 
a quicker speed than their counterparts. 
 In terms of the final two research questions regarding the students’ perceptions of 
their own ability and reasons for not taking the test, only eight questionnaires were 
completed. One reason for this could be that the students were reluctant to participate in a 
study which they perceived as a negative reflection on themselves. In my own class, for 
example, the student who missed the FEPT declined to take part in the study despite my 
reassurances that there would be no negative effect. Such a low number of responses 
naturally makes any clear conclusions difficult to draw. Three of the students reported ill 
health as the reason they were not able to attend the placement test.  
 By far, the most interesting information of this study was attained inadvertently. The 
remaining five of the eight students claimed that they in fact took the FEPT. As previously 
stated, it has always been an assumption that these students with a zero score were absent for 
the test, so this information is highly valuable to the Assessments Committee. It seems 
unlikely that all five would be mistaken or unreliably reporting. Therefore, the committee 
needs to consider other likely causes for these zero scores. A possible reason could be a 
problem with the multiple-choice test sheets. For example, the forms may be damaged, such 
as having folded corners, or incorrect shading of the boxes on the multiple-choice test sheet, 
which could result in that paper being rejected by the machine (“Scantron Guides: Typical 
Scantron Problems,” n.d.). Speculatively, this problem may also be caused by students 
writing an incorrect student number that does not correlate with their name on university 
records.  
 In relation to the remaining research question posed, none of the respondents felt they 
were adversely affected by being randomly placed in their classes. Five stated the level was a 
correct match to their own. One said it was a little difficult but caused no particular problems. 
The remaining two students did not answer the questions related to level but were both 
described by their instructors as being of a suitable proficiency.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Although two-thirds of the randomly-placed students were deemed to be the wrong 
level for the class to which they were assigned, only two learners were identified by their 
instructors as having serious difficulties in comparison to their classmates. In addition, as 
referred to earlier, most Freshman English classes consist of a mixed-level student population 
despite most of those students having taken the FEPT and been placed accordingly. There 
was no evidence that the randomly-placed learners were more likely to drop out of the 
courses than their counterparts who were assigned the class based on their FEPT score. 
According to the student responses, they did not self-report any perceived negative 
consequence from being randomly placed. To sum up, the informal word-of-mouth view that 
the randomly placed students are able to keep up the academic rigors of the class seems to 
hold true. One possible adaption the Assessments Committee could make it to ensure that the 
original test data is easily accessible to instructors who wish to check individual student 
scores and see if they have any students who were randomly placed. 
 The most surprising result of this research were the five students who claimed they 
had indeed taken the FEPT. As only eight out of 20 students took part in the research, there 
may in fact be more students than this number. One possible solution could be for FEPT 
proctors to clearly warn students before the test to correctly fill in the form and be vigilant for 
any damaged scantrons. Once classes commence, another recommendation could be for 
teachers to ask directly the students with a zero score in their classes if they attended the test 
day or not. If they did, then it might be feasible for their tests to be located and graded 
manually.  
  
48CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28   53
References 
 
Bates, D. (2018). An Analysis and Review of the 2017 Freshman English Placement 
 Test at Asia University. CELE Journal, 26, 1-9. 
 
Pollard, K. (2019). The Freshman English Placement Test at Asia University: Still 
 Viable? CELE Journal, 27, 141-150. 
 
Scantron Guides: Typical Scantron Problems. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
 https://carleton.ca/edc/wp-content/uploads/Typical-Scantron-Problems.pdf. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
49 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28   54
Appendix A 
Assessments Committee Research Project. 
Questionnaire for Freshman English teachers.  
Mid-term Questionnaire. 
Background to research: Every year around 30 students miss the Freshman English 
Placement test and are assigned a mid-to-low level class randomly. This questionnaire is 
designed to check up on these students.  
Teacher’s name: ____________________________ 
Name of student who missed the FEPT and their class:_________________________ 
1. Has this student already failed your course? Please circle the appropriate answer. 
YES (go to questions 2 and 3)                    NO (go to question 4) 
2. Why did the student fail? Please circle the appropriate answer. 
A) This student NEVER came to class       
B) This student only attended a few times before dropping out         
C) This student sometimes came to class but exceeded the number of allowed absences on 
______________(date).  
D) This student failed because of poor assessment results and/or poor class participation 
score.  
E)  Something else? (Please write) _________________________________________ 
3. How many other students in the same class have also failed? Please write how many and 
the reasons for each failure.  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
****Now go to question 8**************** 
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4. Did this student seem to have any difficulties in the initial first couple of weeks of joining 
the class compared to other students?  
YES (go to questions 5, 6 and 7)                   No (go to question 8) 
5. What kind of difficulties did you notice? Circle as many answers that are true. 
A) This student’s level was too high for this class.  
B) This student’s level was too weak for this class.  
C)  This student had problems fitting into the class socially.  
D)  Something else? (Please write) _________________________________ 
6. How is this student doing in your class now? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________ 
7. Have you and the student ever discussed any of these difficulties they are having? If so, 
have they given any reasons for these difficulties?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________ 
*****Now go the question 8************** 
8. Do you have any other comments about this student?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix B 
Assessments Committee Research Project. 
評価委員会調査プロジェクト 
Questionnaire for Freshman English students.  
フレッシュマンイングリッシュの学生向けアンケート調査 
Every year around 30 students miss the Freshman English Placement test and are placed in a 
class randomly. This questionnaire is designed to check these students are ok.  
毎年、30 人近くの学生がクラス分けテストを休んでいて、テストはクラスによってランダムに
行われています。このアンケート調査は、学生が無事授業を受けられているかをチェックす
ることを目的としています。 
Student name: ____________________________名前 
(Your name will not be used in the study.) 名前は調査には使われません。 
You can answer the questions in English or Japanese! 解答は英語でも日本語でも構いませ
ん。 
1. Why didn’t you take the Freshman English Placement Test?なぜクタス分けテストを受け
なかったのですか？
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
2. When you joined your class in April, how did you feel? Was the level of the class too 
hard, too easy or ok?4 月に授業に参加した時、どう感じましたか？授業のレベルは難し
すぎましたか？それとも、簡単すぎましたか？
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
3. How is the level now? 今のレベルは？
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
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4. Any other comments? 何かコメントはありますか？ 
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 
Thank you for your help 😊😊ありがとうございました。 
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